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Bellamy: The Personality of Pedro Menendez

THE PERSONALITY OF PEDRO MENENDEZ
Since the dawn of history, certain men and women
in every age have stood forth from the multitude of
their fellow-men as leaders, thinkers, and achievers.
Each of these famous people had some characteristic
peculiar ‘to himself which caused his prominence. Thus
we find in Alexander the Great a passionate desire
for power; in Jeanne d’Arc, patriotism ; in Christopher Columbus, curiosity ; in Thomas Edison, inventive genius ; in hundreds of others, equally high purposes and ideals.
There are three classes of famous people: those
who are honored more than they deserve, those who
receive praise exactly equal to their deserts, and those
who have earned fame but do not receive it.
The third class is surely the most lamentable. The
person who belongs to that class is unrecognized, for
one reason or another. His heroism has flowered
alone and faded into obscurity. Perhaps those who
should have recorded his feats were incompetent;
and so his worth has been hidden. Or - worst of all he may have committed some unwise act, which
through unfriendly interpretation, became a cloud on
[In connection with the annual meeting of the Society
there were held the finals in an essay contest on certain subjects of Florida’s history open to all Florida high school students,
for prizes offered by Mr. Irving Bacheller and the Society.
Miss Bellamy, of the Orlando High School, won the first prize
for girls with the essay above. The first prize for boys went to
James Erwin of the St. Augustine High School, who wrote
also on Menendez. Second prizes were won by Miss Florence
Tyner, of the Sanford High School, who spoke on Ponce de Leon
and Early Florida Explorers Before Menendez; and Oke Nordgren of the some school, who chose Dr. Andrew Turnbull and
the New Smyrna Colony. All the essays were of unusual merit,
and the Editors hope to publish others of them in future numbers.]
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the fair shield of his fame and. gradually tarnished it
until the shield itself became invisible, and only the
cloud remained.
Of this last class is Pedro Menendez de Aviles, one
of the most admirable and least honored of all the
Spanish dons who visited the coasts of Florida.
His exploits make him worthy to stand in the company of the greatest men who ever lived. And yet,
because of one unfortunate deed of his and because
the chroniclers who should have sung his fame did
not, he is left in the darkness of mediocrity if not actually considered a monster.
Menendez has been misjudged for many years ; but
now, in the modern renaissance when "tolerance" is
the watch-word, his excellence is being unearthed.
People are realizing that Pedro Menendez was one of
those rare men who, by the force of their own personalities, can compel the respect, love, and fear of
all their associates. He was one of those indomitable
commanders who persevere in carrying out the wishes
of their masters, even in the face of mutiny, discontent, and every other discouraging circumstance.
Not only in obeying his king, but in other things,
too, Aviles excelled. The doctrines of his church were
inviolable laws to him. Moreover, he was ever mindful of his wife and family.
In short, Menendez was loyal.
Loyalty was the key-note of his character-loyalty to his religion, to his king, and to his family.
Every fiber of his being was pervaded by that fundamental sense of loyalty. All his actions great and
small, all his words, even all his thoughts, seem to
have been influenced by that supreme loyalty.
That he was greatly attached to Philip II, one can
judge by his correspondence. All his letters breathe
a sincere devotion, first to his God and next to Philip.
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Once, when he had been cast into prison through the
jealousy of the Casa de Contratacion, he wrote to
Philip : “I possess but my sword, and my cloak, and
my honor, which are great riches to me, because I
have been fortunate in my service to Your Majesty.”
In 1563, Aviles was in Spain preparing to take a
short vacation, when news suddenly arrived that his
son, Don Juan, had been shipwrecked on the Florida
coast together with many of Menendez’s friends.
Nothing more could be ascertained. Menendez instantly forgot the well-earned rest and begged permission of the King to go in search of Don Juan and
his companions. The weary voyage to the New World
counted as nothing when the life of his son was at
stake. Duty called and his loyal spirit responded
faithfully.
Philip resolved to turn Menendez’s request to his
own ends. He had long planned to have the coast of
Florida explored. The encroachment of France in
settling at Fort Caroline had been a thorn to his jealous nature. So he proposed to Menendez that he lead
an expedition to explore Florida, to plant colonies, to
convert the Indians, and, as Philip so diplomatically
said, “if in the said coast or land there are settlers or
corsairs or other nations whatsoever not subject to Us,
to drive them out by what means you see fit.” He was
also to have the privilege of seeking his shipwrecked
son.
Menendez promptly accepted, knowing that in
fulfilling this commission he could accomplish at one
time the three main purposes of his life - to extend
his religion, to serve his king, and to manifest his
steady affection for his family and friends.
He did not hesitate, although the whole expense of
the enterprise, amounting to more than one million
ducats, was to be raised by himself. Only one ship
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and two hundred and ninety-nine soldiers were supplied by the King.
After arriving in Florida, he began to convert the
Indians as soon as affairs had been peaceably settled
after the capture of Fort Caroline. The Indians’ were
persuaded to accept Christianity more through observing Menendez’s exemplary conduct than through
the sermons of the priests. Menendez recognized this
and was careful to avoid even the appearance of evil.
On one occasion particularly, his loyalty to his religion was forced to conquer his natural desire for
riches.
He was trying to convert an Indian chief named
Carlos, who ruled the powerful Caloosa tribe. The
Caloosas had large treasures of gold and silver, which
the soldiers obtained from them in exchange for
worthless trinkets. When Carlos visited Menendez’s
ship, the Spanish soldiers urged Menendez to seize
him for ransom. They reminded Aviles that Carlos
had more than one hundred thousand ducats in addition to the immense wealth of his friends and relatives. It must have been a struggle for Menendez to
relinquish this money when he thought of his millionducat debt. But he resisted the temptation, and as a
result the Caloosas were eventually converted.
To understand the massacre of the French, which
has so long been the cloud on Menendez’s fame, one
should try to‘detect his motive.
The Spanish accounts, which are generally accepted in preference to the more prejudiced French
versions, all agree that Menendez demanded the surrender of the French unconditionally. He promised
to do with them as he was inspired. The hope was
extremely vague, but the French determined to trust
to it rather than die of starvation.
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Menendez had their hands bound as they came over
in the small boat from the other side of the lagoon.
Then in a very business-like way he gave his orders,
drew a line on the sand farther ahead to mark the
place of death, and went forward while the deed was
done. The very fact that he did not supervise the execution in person is ample proof that he took no joy in
the scene.
Menendez’s own account is straightforward and
sincere. He gives his own reason, hiding nothing and
offering no excuses :
“I put Jean Ribaut and all the rest of them to the
knife, judging it to be necessary to the service of the
Lord Our God and of Your Majesty.”
It must have been a severe trial to his humanity
to put to death so many of his fellow-men. But his unswerving loyalty passed even that test, because he believed that by doing it he could best serve his God and
his King.
That loyalty of his was his glory and his bane.
It inspired him with the zeal of a missionary ; but it
forced him to spend his whole fortune so that his children were left poor at his death. It made him the foremost commander of his day ; but it caused him to commit the act which has been a fatal blot on his name
ever since.
At the pinnacle of his fame, when his loyal service was about to be rewarded with the generalship of
the Great Armada, he suddenly fell sick and died a
week afterwards on September 17, 1574, in his fiftyfifth year.
Before he died, he wrote a letter to his nephew Pedro Menendez Marques, his lieutenant in Florida. In
this last letter, he voiced the love which he felt for
Florida after spending so many years there in the
service of his religion and his King:
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“And after the salvation of my soul there is nothing in this world that I desire more than to see myself
in Florida, to end my days, saving souls.”
Pedro Menendez’s personality places him in the
galaxy of the immortal founders of Florida. His character will be a bridge of friendship between the United
States and Spain, when the people of America realize
the true nobility of his life. Courage, sincerity, tact,
skill, and unselfishness form the arch of that bridge;
and a sublime loyalty is the keystone.
RUTHJEANNE
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